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Visual Downtoning 
Comparing patterns of downtoning in German co-speech gesture and German Sign Language 
 
The notion of ‘downtoning’ is used to refer to the adding of a particular (inter)subjective nuance to the 
utterance, giving an indication on how it is to be interpreted. This nuance can be related, for instance, 
to the speaker’s view on the content of the utterance, on how it relates to the context, or on how the 
interlocutor is expected to react (cf. e.g. Waltereit 2006). This can be illustrated nicely by referring to 
so-called modal particles or downtoning particles, which are among the most-studied elements used 
for downtoning purposes. Examples from German include ja ‘as you (should) know’, einfach ‘this is 
not further subject to discussion’, and schon ‘I know that there may be counterarguments, but still I 
stick to my opinion’. 
So far, most work on downtoning has focused on verbal downtoners such as the particles just 
mentioned. However, in line with Bavelas et al.’s (1992) distinction between topic gestures with a 
propositional meaning and interactive gestures with a more interpersonal meaning, scholars such as 
McClave (2000), Kendon (2002), and Schoonjans (2014) have also described more pragmatic uses of 
gestures which can be related to downtoning. These include a downtoning use of the headshake, 
similar in meaning to the German particle einfach, and a downtoning use of the head nod, similar in 
meaning to the German particles ja and schon. 
Interestingly, first studies on downtoning in signed languages (esp. Herrmann 2013) have shown that 
these downtoning meanings can be conveyed in sign by means of so-called non-manual markers 
taking the same form (i.e. head nod and headshake). However, systematic comparisons of these 
kinesic downtoners in co-speech gesture and signed languages are still lacking to date. Hence, it is not 
clear so far how similar the corresponding patterns really are. 
In this poster presentation, I present the first results of a systematic comparison of the downtoning 
head nods and headshakes in German co-speech gesture and German Sign Language (DGS) on the 
basis of a set of semi-spontaneous conversations in both languages (German and DGS). It is shown 
that there are interesting correspondences for instance with regard to scope marking, but that there are 
clear differences, among others, at the levels of speed and amplitude of the movement, which can be 
related to claims about the nature of grammaticalization in co-speech gesture (e.g. Schoonjans 2014) 
and signed languages (e.g. Pfau & Steinbach 2011). 
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